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New Survey Challenges Professors to Pay Attention to Student
Aspirations and Boost Retention in the Process
ORONO, Maine -- The number of students leaving four-year colleges before their
sophomore year has reached a national record of 27 percent despite new programs and
strategies aimed at improving student services and advising and easing the transition
from high school to higher education. The troublesome retention rate sends a clear
message about the role of professors in student success, says the director of the National
Center for Student Aspirations at the University of Maine.
The attitudes and involvement of teachers - at all levels - make the crucial difference in
student aspirations and achievement, according to Russell Quaglia. "The responsibility to
guide students' academic, personal and social development isn't restricted to K-12
teachers, and it certainly doesn't end with high school commencement," he says. "It is a
professional obligation that is passed on to college and university faculty."
Quaglia notes that data compiled by the American College Testing Program since 1983
indicate that the attrition rate has never been so high or the graduation rate so low, falling
to a 13-year low in 1996, as larger numbers of students fail to make the adjustment from
high school to college.
Higher education faculty must take retention seriously and personally, not simply as an
enrollment and revenue issue, but as something they can change, Quaglia points out. "It's
not just a problem for the student to fix. It's potential that professors must help students
develop," he says.
The Center's research and Student Aspirations survey of more than 8,000 high school
students around the country indicates that students have high expectations for themselves
and are looking forward to successful careers. But they aren't taking the critical next step
of setting meaningful goals necessary to meet those expectations because they aren't
motivated or excited about school, and they don't see a relevant connection between what
they are learning in school and what they want to do in the future.
Student situations and attitudes aren't going to change much during the course of a
summer between high school graduation and the beginning of college, says Quaglia.
Professors shouldn't lower their expectations, but they should understand students' needs
from a perspective that goes beyond academics.
Quaglia, also a UMaine associate professor of educational leadership, has come up with
a quick and easy way for his colleagues at all levels to assess the responsiveness and
effectiveness of their teaching.
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"Getting at the Heart of Retention: Faculty Inventory for Affecting Student Aspirations"
is a non-threatening self-scoring, self-evaluative survey and interpretive guide that
enables faculty to take a look at their teaching and the environment they create in the
classroom. The inventory provides the mechanism for faculty to chart their strengths and
weaknesses, reflect on how their teaching and attitudes contribute to or hinder positive
learning experiences in the classroom, and develop a personal action plan for influencing
student aspirations.
The Faculty Inventory was developed in collaboration with Wayne Scott of the
Occupational Research Group, School of Leadership and Lifelong Learning at the
University of Georgia, and Eva Kampits, director of the New England Association of
Schools and College's Office of School/College Relations.
Two-thirds of all colleges now have basic, semester-long seminars that help first year
students adjust, but few institutions have involved faculty although research shows that
they have the most potential to impact students' success and resulting retention,
according to Kampits.
"The survey takes only 20 minutes to complete, but it offers faculty new standards for
teaching and changing learning environments that are known to raise student retention,"
she says. "It's a tool that enables faculty to positively support and intervene in the
development of student aspirations throughout the degree program, not just the first
year."
The eight conditions that National Center for Student Aspirations research has found to
support the development of aspirations in school are: Achievement, Belonging,
Curiosity, Empowerment, Excitement, Mentoring, Risk Taking and Self-Confidence.
To gauge faculty awareness and practice of creating these conditions, the survey poses
questions such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

My students would say I instill confidence in them.
Advising students outside of classes on a regular basis is very important for me.
Students would say I always welcome their opinions and responses.
Males and females get equal attention in my classes.
Students would say my classes are not boring.
I continually keep myself up to date on new things to include in my courses.

"The process reaffirms what they are doing right and how they can use their strengths to
improve areas of weakness," says Quaglia.
The Faculty Inventory for Affecting Student Aspirations was introduced this summer at
the National Conference on Student Retention in Washington, D.C., and is generating a
great deal of interest, according to Quaglia. "The goal is to change the way faculty view
students and teach," he explains.
The higher education inventory is a sequel to an aspirations survey and guide for K-12
teachers, which Quaglia and his staff use in professional development workshops. The
success of the teachers' inventory led to similar self-scoring evaluation and interpretative
guides for parents and volunteers to help positively influence children's aspirations at
home and in youth programs. Similar surveys for coaches also are being developed.
"It's the most economical and personal way to reach the greatest number of people and
actively involve them in the process of positively influencing student aspirations," says
Quaglia. "We're quietly challenging everyone who works with students to make a
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difference by doing things differently. The inventory is simply a mirror that reflects who
they are, what kind of job they are doing and how they can do it better."
The Student Aspirations inventories - for higher education faculty, K-12 teachers,
parents, youth program volunteers - and soon for coaches - are available from the
National Center for Student Aspirations, (207) 581-2492. The cost for educator and
volunteer surveys is $4.95; $5.95 for the parent inventory.
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